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In 1198, Pope Innocent III called for Latin Christians to once again take up arms and
retake Jerusalem from the Muslims. Innocent III could never have predicted that instead, the
Fourth Crusade would be rerouted to Constantinople at the whim of the Venetians and ultimately
culminate in the bloody sacking of the city and establishment of a Latin kingdom which would
stand until 1261.1 Given the shift in power following the Fourth Crusade, the Venetians needed
to reconsider how they were represented to the rest of the world. The thirteenth century marked a
period of mythogenesis for Venice in which Venetians spent considerable time focused on the
establishment and continuance of a legitimate origin story for their beloved republic. To do so,
the Venetians relied heavily on models from antiquity and the early Middle Ages to fine tune
their origin myth during the thirteenth century. It can be argued that the thirteenth century
additions to the west façade of San Marco, more specifically the set of four horses and the five
mosaics above the main portals, provide visible evidence of this dedication to the past while also
illuminating the desires of the Venetian republic to establish its unique place in history.
Before approaching the west façade, it is important to understand the history of Venice as
well as the constant interplay between it and the basilica of San Marco. Venetian historiography
concerning her origins begins as early as the eleventh and twelfth centuries; unfortunately, these
sources remain largely untranslated yet many scholars such as Otto Demus, Ennio Concina, and
Donald Nicol provide translated segments and concise summaries ultimately making this
1

Scholars attribute the redirection to the pleas made by a Byzantine prince, Alexius, for help to reclaim his throne in
exchange for a monetary reward. Motivations behind accepting the prince’s offer are up for scholarly debate. Some
suggest that the Venetians as cruel debt collectors, forced the crusaders to invade Constantinople so the reward
money could be used to pay off the money they owed the Venetians for ships and supplies. Others argue that the
long standing crusader and Venetian animosity toward Constantinople was ample reason enough to depose the
sitting emperor in favor of one who was friendly to their particular interests. Motivations aside, the Venetian and
crusader armies attacked Constantinople in 1203 and by April 12, 1204, crossed over the walls and into the city. The
armies began an extensive sack which would culminate in the murder of many and the pillaging of goods that would
be sent off to Western Europe as fast as the soldiers could tear it from the churches. Much of the spolia were carted
off and seamlessly incorporated into the churches of Western Europe including the basilica of San Marco. See
Jonathan Phillips, introduction to The Fourth Crusade and the Sack of Constantinople (New York: Viking, 2004),
xiii-xv, 127-29 and Jill Claster, Sacred Violence: The European Crusades to the Middle East, 1095-1396 (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2009), 212-14.
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assessment possible. The earliest historical memory of Venice’s origin can be found in the
twelfth century Origo civitatum Italiae seu Venetiarum. The Origo, like other Venetian
chronicles of the period, emphasizes one major point: the importance of antiquity to the Venetian
people. This is expressed in one of two ways, the first being the importance of antique lineage.
The Origo recalls the birth of Aquileia, the capital of Venetia, at the hands of Antenor, counselor
to Priam, the king of Troy, during the Trojan War. It is believed that Antenor founded the city in
approximately the same way Aeneas reached Latium and gave rise to Rome.2 This connection
between the Venetians and the Trojans was of utmost importance because it created an antique
history for the city that lacked a vibrant origin tale.
The urban nature of the Venetic province also played a valuable role in early chronicles
like the Origo. Given the marshy terrain, Venice relied upon other cultures to provide food and
other necessities for its citizens. This largely import based nature of Venice allowed them to
focus their society on more urban aspects of life, those outside the realm of agriculture. This
focus on urban development is evident in the erection of buildings throughout its history. Despite
continued invasions throughout Venetian history, destruction at the hands of invading forces is
depicted in sources like the Origo as an opportunity for renewal. This renewal however does not
call for new styles; instead it always demands recreatio or the reproduction of great antique
models that have been annihilated by invading forces. When building Grado, the first capital of
the Venetic lagoons, planners looked to emulate the plans of Aquileia which had recently been
destroyed. Aquileia was the acknowledged mother of Venice, signifying its status as the oldest
model city within the province. 3 Ultimately, the urban nature of Venice is intrinsically related to

2
3

Ennio Concina, A History of Venetian Architecture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 2-6.
Concina, Venetian Architecture, 5-6.
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a reverence for antiquity as demonstrated in their desire to emulate the buildings and city plans
of the oldest cities nearest them.
The factual history of Venice may prove less impressive. The imperial province of
Venetia and Istria had been the tenth of eleven Italian regions designated by the first emperor
Augustus. Originally part of the mainland, Veneti, or early settlers to the area, saw no promise in
the muddy islands and lagoon which they looked out upon as they appeared to lack a functional
purpose for crops and architecture required by a new community. In the fifth century the Veneti
took refuge in the lagoon as the Goths invaded the mainland and destroyed Aquileia, the
bishopric of Venetia. It is within this period of hiding, on exactly March 24, 421, which later
Venetian historians claim the first beginnings of their city.4
In all actuality, such historians are roughly 400 years off in their statement. It was not
until the seventh century that the settlements in the lagoons became permanent with the
establishment of political and administrative institutions. According to John the Deacon, an
eleventh century chronicler, the first doge was also appointed in the seventh century as “all the
Venetians, together with the patriarch and the bishops in common council, determined that
henceforth it would be more dignified to live under duces than under tribunes” or district
officials subject to the Byzantine administration.5 Despite this shift in governmental style,
Venetia remained a province of the Byzantine Empire, even though the length of that provincial
relationship is debatable.6

4

Donald M. Nicol, Byzantium and Venice: A Study in Diplomatic and Cultural Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), 1-2. Nicol relies upon several sources to reconstruct this brief introduction to Venetian
history including Paul the Deacon’s Pauli Historia Langobardorum and John the Deacon’s Cronica veneziana.
5
Nicol, 9.
6
In 726 the Byzantine Emperor Leo III declared himself to be an iconoclast and four years later deemed his beliefs
official. His decree outlawing the production of icons and calling for the destruction of existing icons caused friction
between provinces in Italy and Constantinople. This friction would continue, aided by competing French and
Byzantine claims to Venice until 812. See Nicol, 9-18.
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According to the Annales Regni Francorum, Venetia’s provincial status was eliminated
by the treaty of 812 between the Franks and Byzantines concerning territorial acquisitions in the
Adriatic. Venice was still legally tied to Byzantium and paid tributes to the Franks, yet was not
property of either. Maintaining ties with Byzantium offered the Venetians secure borders and
immunity from harm in Italy and it was likely this freedom from fear and interference which
allowed Venetians to evolve.7
Outside of this treaty, the ninth century also brought with it an event which would forever
change the identity and culture of Venice. In 828/829, the relics of St. Mark were brought to
Venice from Alexandria by Venetian merchants Tribunus and Rusticus with the aid of two Greek
monks, Stauracius and Theodore.8 St. Mark was of particular importance in northern Italy.
Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden Legend, likely created around 1260, tells of St. Mark’s
relationship to the people of the Venetic province at the bequest of St. Peter. St. Mark was asked
by the people of Rome to put St. Peter’s gospel into writing just as St. Peter spoke it. After he
compiled this record and demonstrated continued dedication to the faith, St. Peter sent St. Mark
to Aquileia, then the capital of the Venetic province, to preach the gospel of Christ. St. Mark
converted many people and performed numerous miracles while there. He was once again asked
to compile a gospel for the people of Aquileia. He did so and the church of Aquileia kept the
words of St. Mark with great devotion to the saint.9 In 827, four hundred years before the Golden

7

Nicol relies heavily on the Annales in this segment while also gathering evidence from secondary sources like T.C.
Lounghis’s Les Ambassades byzantines en Occident depuis la foundation des etats barbares jusqu’aux Croisades.
See Nicol, 18-19.
8
This source is not translated into English. It began as an orally transmitted story not to be written down in its
entirety until Doge Andrea Dandolo’s Chronica in the middle of the fourteenth century. Luckily Otto Demus
provides and detailed narrative of the account in his monograph. See Otto Demus, The Church of San Maroc in
Venice: History, Architecture, and Sculpture (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection,
1960), 8.
9
Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend, ed Robert Blackmon, William Caxton, and F.S. Ellis, in the Fordham
University Medieval Sourcebook, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/goldenlegend/GoldenLegendVolume3.asp#Marine (accessed August 26, 2011).
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Legend’s account of St. Mark’s life, the church of Aquileia was believed to have been founded
by St. Mark at the whim of St. Peter in Rome to convert northern Italy. This claim to direct
ascendancy made the church of Aquileia the most venerable see in northern Italy and it was to
this patriarchate that the emerging power of Venice, then called Rivoalto, owed allegiance.10
This declaration, made during the synod of Mantua in 827, outraged the Venetians
because Grado, a city under their control, had lost the right to stand as the province’s bishopric.11
With the acquisition of St. Mark’s relics in 828/829, Venice superseded the power of Aquileia
and was viewed as the site of an apostolic shrine in the eyes of the Christian Mediterranean and
all of Western Europe.12 St. Mark’s presence in Venice was important in two interrelated
regards: the aforementioned possession of St. Mark’s body allowed the Venetians to claim
ecclesiastical power over Aquileia, effectively squashing their power based rivalry, and this close
tie to St. Mark also allowed the Venetians to forge an alliance with a more Italian based aspect of
their cultural heritage. Aside from the fact that St. Mark held direct connections with St. Peter,
his gospel was written with the express purpose of Christianizing the Italians.13 Venice, a
province without an exceptional past rooted in antiquity, needed a means to connect itself with
the glorious antique past of its fellow provinces. Identifying with a more Roman aspect of their
heritage suggests a desire to emulate both the religious and imperial power embodied by the
concept of Rome as both a religious and political magnate.
The actual translatio begins with the Venetian merchants being blown off their trade
route and into Egypt. Tribunus and Rusticus hear that the Khalif planned to demolish the church
in which the relics were kept. Substituting the body of St. Claudia for that of St. Mark, the
10

Patrick J. Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1990), 90.
11
Concina, Venetian Architecture, 18-19.
12
Concina, Venetian Architecture, 19.
13
Geary, 91.
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merchants successfully removed the latter out of his silken shroud. The disturbed relics gave off
a pleasant aroma signaling to the Muslim guards that there had been a theft. The guards found
what they assumed to be the uninterrupted relics of St. Mark and dismissed their concerns. The
two merchants, accompanied by two Greek monks, placed the relics of St. Mark in a basket and
covered it with pork. This tactic effectively repelled the Muslim customs officers and the four
conspirators made it safely back to their vessel and began the journey back to Venice.14
Along the way, the legend states that the sleeping sailors were warned by St. Mark
himself that they were nearing the coast. Fearful that the merchants would be punished for
infringing upon the trade embargo with Egypt, the merchants sent a messenger to the doge
asking for immunity. Upon receiving this promise, the merchants proceeded to Venice where
Bishop Ursus and his clergy received the relics and took them in a solemn procession to the
doge’s palace. Doge Giustiniano Participazio promised to build a new church for the relics and
thus the plans for San Marco were born.15 Ultimately, this translatio story allowed Venice,
without an alarmingly-eventful Roman or Christian history, to claim Mark’s connection with
Venice as evidence of a noble past and an indication of a promising and divinely sanctioned
future.16
At the bequest of his will following the doge’s death in 829, the plans for St. Mark’s
martyrium were taken up by his successor, Giovanni I Participazio. In keeping with the themes
of contemporary chronicles, Participazio urged the incorporation of stones from Equilo and
Torcello, former Venetic cities, into the church’s façade.17 This salvage of materials connected

14

Demus, 8.
Demus, 9.
16
Elizabeth Rodini, “Mapping Narrative at the Church of San Marco: A Study in Visual Storying,” Word and Image
14 (1998): 388.
17
Ennio Concina, “The Art of St. Mark’s,” in The Basilica of St. Mark in Venice, ed. Ettore Vio (New York:
Riverside Book Company Inc., 1999), 35.
15
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the new building with the Venetian past, effectively illuminating the desire of the Venetians to
keep intact any claim to a noble past. In another attempt at connecting the new church to the past,
chroniclers argue that the plans for the building were modeled on that of the Holy Sepulchre in
Jerusalem. This connection far surpasses that between Venice and Torcello and Equilo. An
architectural connection between San Marco and the Holy Sepulchre suggests the transplant of
ideas pertaining to sanctity and power from Jerusalem to Venice.18 Ultimately, these connections
illuminate the continued importance of the past for Venice as a means to justify their burgeoning
status as a powerful republic.
Prior to the church completion in 836, the relics were housed in a chapel at the corner of
the Doge’s Palace. The original church, along with several areas of the city, was damaged in the
riots of 976.19 This damage was quickly repaired by Doges Pietro Orseolo I and II, Vitale
Candiano, and Tribuno Menio before the close of the tenth century.20 The repaired structure
would stand only until 1063 when doge Domenico Contarini demolished it in favor of a larger
and more opulent basilica with five domes designed by an anonymous Byzantine architect.
Scholars argue that this five domed layout is similar to that of the Apostoleion, or Church of the
Holy Apostles in Constantinople. Unfortunately, this structure is no longer extant and scholars
only have an illuminated manuscript page now in the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, with
which to compare the structures. Despite this setback, scholars have suggested that the
Apostoleion was architecturally similar to the basilica of St. John at Epheseus, the home of John
the Evangelist’s relics. If this is true, San Marco was likely modeled on the structures housing
the remains of two of the other Evangelists (Luke at the Apostoleion and John at Epheseus).

18

Concina, “Art of St. Mark’s,” 40.
Demus, 11-12.
20
Demus, 12 and Antonio Niero, “St. Mark: A Biographical Profile,” in The Basilica of St. Mark in Venice, ed.
Ettore Vio (New York: Riverside Book Company Inc., 1999), 18.
19
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Connecting their apostolic church to any of the aforementioned basilicas nevertheless created an
important historic foundation which implicitly spoke to the power of Venice as the possessor of
Mark’s relics.
By 1094, the new basilica had been both completed and consecrated as the palatine
chapel or dogal church (fig 1). Unfortunately, the relics of St. Mark were nowhere to be found,
with a common belief being that they may have been consumed by the fire of 967. Prayers and
fasting began in search of guidance and on June 25th, one of St. Mark's arms burst through a
pillar on the south side of the interior indicating its body's resting spot. His body was retrieved
and placed in a sarcophagus and in the center of the building. On October 8th 1094, the relics
were placed in a crypt where they would remain until the first half of the 19th century when they
were relocated beneath the table of the high altar where they remain.21
The relationship between the Venetian origin myth and the basilica of San Marco has a
long and varied historiography. Through approaches ranging in foci from the use of spolia to
Renaissance reflections on the greatness of Venice and its patron saint, the evangelist Mark,
scholars have assessed various aspects of this unique structure in its equally unique setting.
Much research has been focused on the myth of Venice itself, and the influences which the
Venetians drew upon to craft the ideal origin story. Most commonly, scholars suggest the
inherent connections between Venice and the two seats of the Roman Empire, Rome and
Constantinople. Some scholars, like Otto Demus and Fabio Barry, argue that the overwhelmingly
Byzantine nature of Venice constitutes a clear affinity for and a desire to emulate this particular
empire over Rome. Demus argues that the policies which played out in art and politics of
thirteenth century Venice promoted the city as the successor to the second Rome,

21

Niero,19.
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Constantinople.22 Barry takes this one step further and associates the layout of San Marco,
including the piazza, with landmarks that shared strikingly similar functions and appearances to
those once standing in Constantinople.23 With such clear connections to Byzantium throughout
its history, Venice’s desire to emulate this particular empire is no longer a debatable assertion.
While few argue for a largely Roman influence on the Venetian origin myth, recent
scholarship suggests a rising interest in approaching the myth as a byproduct of the collision of
cultures which would have appealed to the medieval Venetian ideal. Debra Pincus’ work
illuminates what she terms a “double heritage in Venetian cultural politics.”24 This formulated
heritage, she argues, is a direct result of the continuous interplay between the cultural heritages
of Constantinople and Rome as Venice looked to both legendary empires for their most inspiring
attributes.25 Pincus argues that through strong aesthetic ties rooted deeply in the origin myth,
Venice hoped to draw upon the authority of the two imperial capitals to legitimize its political
and economic ambitions, especially in the thirteenth century.26 While her work focuses on the
representations of Saints Theodore and Mark on the Piazzetta rather than the basilica itself, she
does well to illuminate the sense of importance Venetians invested in these traditional displays of
power and wealth and why they were integral in the process of defining the republic and its
prominent politically associated buildings.
Renaissance art and architecture scholar Patricia Fortini Brown’s work on Venice and its
relationship with antiquity is the most commonly cited and relatively recent publication on the
active role of exterior cultures, namely Rome and Byzantium, in the creation of Venice’s origin
22

Demus, 3
Fabio Barry, “Disiecta membra” Ranieri Zeno, the Imitation of Constantinople, the Spolia Style, and Justice at
San Marco,” in San Marco, Byzantium, and the Myths of Venice, ed. Henry Maguire and Robert S. Nelson
(Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2010), 14-15.
24
Debra Pincus, "Venice and the Two Romes: Byzantium and Rome as a Double Heritage in Venetian Cultural
Politics," Artibus et Historiae 26 (1992): 101.
25
Pincus, 101.
26
Pincus, 103.
23
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myth. While her monograph focuses almost entirely on the importance of historiography within
Renaissance Venice, the first chapter focuses on the relationships created between the
architecture of late medieval Venice and the culture which actively produced it, proves to be the
most helpful for scholars interested in the history of the origin myth itself. This chapter’s focus is
on Venice’s long standing and deliberate attempts at architectural self-fashioning which, as
Brown argues, had been ongoing since the transfer of Mark’s relics to the city in 828 despite a
clear resurgence of importance during the 11th century which would continue into the fourteenth
century.27 Connecting the Venetian desire for a markedly powerful origin story to the empires of
antique Rome and Byzantium, Brown argues that Venice’s borrowing of architectural styles
familiar to both empires suggests equality between the three entities which the thirteenth century
crusade successes simply made into reality.
Each of the above scholars has approached the myth of Venice through the art and
architecture of the entire city. Many, like Demus and Barry, have focused their work on just the
basilica of San Marco as it provides ample evidence to support the suggested connections. Most
scholars, however, shy away from approaching the entire building. Demus’ The Church of San
Marco in Venice on the history of the basilica and its intriguing interplay as a political and
religious center was the first of its kind. What began simply as an analysis of the mosaics, a
study which would follow later in an intricately completed four volume set, Demus’ completed
history of the basilica and the various additions and reconstructions is by far the most significant
work when considering the historical importance of San Marco. Many books have followed and
have ultimately served as mere profiles and tourist aides. Architect and San Marco proto, or
foreman responsible for the preservation of the basilica, Ettore Vio, provides a more recent

27

Patricia Fortini Brown, Venice and Antiquity: The Venetian Sense of the Past (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1996), 7-8.
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approach to the building in his two books on the church, but owes much of his work to that of
Demus. Despite its age, Demus’ monograph stands as the most comprehensive assessment of the
building’s political, social, and architectural history to date.
Aside from Demus’ comprehensive survey, few scholars dare assess the entire structure.
In fact, many look at one particular set of mosaics or sculptural groupings especially when
analyzing the relationship between the basilica and Venice’s origin myth and legend. The
following research, although limited to the west façade, is not strictly focused on one particular
set of monuments. In a fashion outside the established norm, this paper will look at two very
different additions made to the west façade during the thirteenth century: the set of four horses
atop the loggia and the five portal mosaics. By discussing their relationship to the building, each
other, and their importance to Venetian identity, we can better understand the thirteenth century
as a time when the Venetians looked to solidify their long claimed status as imperial equals and
the role of art, architecture, and antiquity in this process.
The Quadriga
The copper quadriga of horses atop the loggia of San Marco has long intrigued art
historians (fig 2). As items of spolia, these horses have been seamlessly appropriated into
cultures throughout the Mediterranean. Scholarship has focused largely on the role of the
quadriga as a multivalent symbol during the Middle Ages and how the cultures of Constantinople
and Venice were able to integrate the sculptures into the fabric of their most prominent buildings.
Despite the differences in these cultures, each recognized the long standing role of the horses as
symbols of power, triumph and wealth. Concerning wealth, teams of four horses appear earliest
in Greek literature. Homer’s Illiad describes how the heroes Hector and Achilles utilize fourhorse chariots in battle while lesser known heroes ride in two-horse chariots. The significance of
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the four-horse chariot is purely symbolic. Only two horses were required to physically pull a
chariot, the additional two were used simply as a display of wealth. Horses were also rather rare
in Ancient Greece, and thus superfluity in battle further indicated the owner’s wealth and
power.28
Quadrigae as symbols of power and triumph also find roots in antiquity. When Etruscan
commanders were successful in battle they would celebrate with elaborate triumphal parades
throughout their native cities riding on four-horse chariots. This tradition was later adopted by
the Roman commanders and eventually emperors utilized this same form of triumph as they
paraded through the city streets.29 This is clearly depicted in the interior panels of the Arch of
Titus in Rome. These panels depict the sack of Jerusalem at the hands of Titus and his soldiers in
70 CE. The north panel depicts Titus riding in a four-horse chariot as the triumphant emperor
while the south panel depicts the spoils from the Temple of Jerusalem being lauded through the
streets of the city (fig 3). These two panels, juxtaposed across the arch, illuminate the entire
triumphal procession and demonstrate the importance of ostentation in events mean to both
celebrate the victorious emperor and present the spoils of war he is responsible for bringing back
to the city.
The use of a four-horse chariot is important in that it not only illuminates the ostentatious
triumphal processions, but it also shows the importance of setting the leader apart from his troops
and making sure his prowess and power is known by all. The easiest way to do this was to utilize
more horses than absolutely necessary. The temporary nature of the triumphal parade convinced
victorious emperors and commanders of the need to have a type of perpetual reminder and
celebration of their victory. The erection of the first triumphal arch in the Forum of Rome under
28

Charles Freeman, The Horses of St Mark’s: A Story of Triumph in Byzantium, Paris and Venice (London: Little,
Brown, 2004), 34.
29
Freeman, 46.
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Augustus in 19 BC incorporated the parade directly into its decoration, and atop the elaborately
decorated arch was a sculpted quadriga carrying the victorious Augustus through a permanent
celebratory parade.30 The use of quadriga atop triumphal arches has been assumed by art
historians to be largely commonplace despite the lack of extant arches with remaining quadriga
in situ given their occurrence on antique coins and other media, like the Arch of Titus.
With rarity in mind, the horses themselves call for closer inspection. As the only
surviving antique quadriga, they were placed atop the loggia of San Marco overlooking the
Piazzetta in the mid-thirteenth century.31 Amazingly lifelike in their rendering, the horses have
been the recipient of scrupulous academic analysis regarding the use of models and the function
of the set as documents of actual horses during antiquity. Made of copper with remnants of
gilding remaining, no two horses look alike; each horse is inclined toward its neighbor through
the slight tilting of the head and raised front hoof. The horses are set up in pairs, as scholars
assume they would have been placed originally, although their actual original positioning is still
debated and uncertain given the fact that they’ve been transported so many times and are not
attached to each other in any sound structural manner. Two of the horses raise their right front
hooves while the other two raise their left front hooves. Scholars argue that the asymmetrical
stance is the recognized body language for displaying power.32 No longer intact today, the
mirrored interaction between the horses suggests not only the independent movement of the
horses, but also the interactive nature of the set as if they were actively pulling a chariot which is
no longer extant, yet nevertheless suggested by the harnesses each horse wears.
Some aspects of the anatomical realism bear closer inspection. Scholars like Charles
Freeman argued that the use of live models is apparent especially when looking at the minute
30

Freeman, 47-48.
Freeman, 8.
32
Freeman, 11-12.
31
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details of the head and neck, those which would be missed by the average viewer looking up at
the massive statues from down below. Freeman writes of the “deep corneal furrow of the eyes
[which] is strongly realistic,” and that the “bones, muscles, and even veins have been
represented.”33 Despite these similarities, scholars have found that there are differences in size
and proportion between the sculpted horses and actual horses of antiquity. Given that the works
were to be seen from far below, one can understand why the necks of the horses seem to be
rather short and stumpy as opposed to a more slender representation with accurate proportions.
This shortening was a purposeful design technique meant to inspire awe in the viewer and to
effectively transmit concepts of power and strength through the fluid movement of the horse’s
limbs and head. In placing the horses in a unique space such as atop the loggia the Venetians
were interested in more than just exterior decoration; instead they looked to utilize them as an
illustration of newly established Venetian power following the Fourth Crusade.
The Fourth Crusade was but one historical occurrence that called for the transportation of
the horses to a new location. As a popular item of spolia, the horses have traversed the
Mediterranean several times. The origin of the sculpture group is unknown to historians but
much speculation surrounds their creation which is fueled by legends created during the
Renaissance. Marilyn Perry addresses these legends in her article “Saint Mark’s Trophies:
Legend, Superstitions, and Archaeology.” She argues that these legends likely began in the
Middle Ages and were elaborated upon during the Renaissance as many an antiquarian looked to
decipher the “most conspicuous Constantinopolitan war trophies” on the west façade.34

33

Freeman, 12-13.
Examples of speculations include assertions made by Marin Sanudo in his Life of Arrigo Dandolo that the horses
were made in Persia, transported to Rome once the Romans took Persia, and were then brought to Constantinople
with Emperor Constantine. Later accounts accept that the horses were likely brought to Constantinople by
Constantine, but proceed to trace the horses back to the Greek sculptor Lysippus who was patronized by Tiradates,
the King of Armenia, for the people of Rome prior to Constantine’s reign. For further examples, see Marilyn Perry,
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Speculations aside, scholars believe that the horses were likely created in Ancient Greece and
connections have been made between the quadriga and prominent sculptures like Phidias of the
Parthenon and Lysippus. In her monograph The Urban Image of Late Antique Constantinople,
Sarah Bassett takes issue with these assertions arguing that a 1979 autopsy and stylistic
comparison suggests that the quadriga are more attuned to the preference for formalized
composition which occurs in Late Antique art between the second and fourth centuries C.E.; this
is in opposition to the wild images of delicate animals popular in the fifth and fourth centuries to
which the horses are usually attributed by other scholars.35 Bassett’s contention with popular
scholarly theory suggests the extent to which legend affects the perception of the appropriation
of the quadriga.
Despite the contentious discussion surrounding the origin of the sculpture group, scholars
find consensus in the fact that the horses spent centuries in Constantinople prior to their
relocation to Venice in 1204 after the Fourth Crusade. Believed to be one of two or three
possible quadriga adorning the hippodrome in Constantinople, the horses of Venice are thought
to have once stood above the starting gates of the city’s ceremonial and entertainment hub.36 The
hippodrome was a functional arena used primarily for chariot races, ceremonies and the
occasional riot.37 Modeled on the Circus Maximus in Rome, Constantine utilized the hippodrome
of Constantinople as a means to create a culture for his freshly established capital that would
“Saint Mark’s Trophies: Legend, Superstition, and Archaeology in Renaissance Venice,” Journal of the Warburg
and Courtauld Institutes 40 (1977): 27, 34.
35
Sarah Basset, The Urban Image of Late Antique Constantinople, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004),
222-23.
36
Byzantine chronicle Niketas Choniates writes that “there was a tower which stood opposite the spectators; beneath
it were the starting posts which opened into the racecourse thorough parallel arches and above were fixed four gilt
bronze horses, their necks somewhat curved as if they eyed each other as they raced around the last lap.” Choniates’
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rival that of Rome. To do so Constantine and successive emperors imported ancient statuary into
the city through the end of the fifth century with the express purpose of decorating public spaces
like the hippodrome. These sculptures adorned the spina, or central barrier, the entrances, the
areas where spectators sat, and above the starting gates. The statuary of the hippodrome included
at least twenty-five antiquities, most of which were figural sculpture depicting athletes, gods, and
animals along with non-figural obelisks, the Serpent Column, and votive tripods which were all
indicative of imperial wealth, power, and triumph to some degree.38
After spending approximately eight to nine centuries in the hippodrome, the quadriga was
abruptly removed from the city as a result of the Fourth Crusade. The horses made it to Venice
between 1205 and 1207 but were not placed atop the loggia of the west façade until the middle
of the century. The decision to place them here was likely based on the understanding of the
sculpture group as symbols of power and triumph. Scholars have argued that the triumph
suggested by the façade of San Marco is illuminated clearly by the placement of the horses atop
the loggia. Given the century long tensions between the Venetians and Byzantines over trade
rights and proper etiquette within Constantinople, there could be no better way to officially claim
independence from and dominance over their one time ruling entity as a result of the Fourth
Crusade.39 The value placed in their provenance is clear given their prominent placement above
the main entrance to the basilica. Similarities between the assumed placement of quadriga above
triumphal arches and the starting gates of the hippodrome illuminate connections across cultural
and architectural lines that suggest one of the main purposes of the horses within the façade of
38
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San Marco was to highlight the triumph and newly established Venetian power to the Byzantines
as well as the rest of the world.40
Ultimately, the horses of San Marco stand as a constant reminder of Venetian political
triumph and implicitly speak to the power of their patron saint, Mark the Evangelist, who
essentially made possible their success and those that would inevitably follow thanks to his
support of the doge and his political aims. The horses as symbols of power reaffirm the power
demonstrated by the Venetians in the Fourth Crusade and the new title of dominator of three
quarters of the Roman Empire held by the doge as a result of their success.41 Renaissance
sources suggest the successful nature of this propaganda campaign with accounts like that of a
Paduan senator who, in a failed attempt at establishing peace with Venice in 1379 wrote that
“You will never have peace from the lord of Padua nor from Genoa until we first put bridles on
those unrefined horses of yours which stand on the royal house of your Evangelist Saint Mark.”42
Petrarch also wrote of the emphatic symbolism of the horses that was intensified by Venetian
pageantry. He wrote that:
The Doge himself with a vast crowd of noblemen had taken his place at the very front of the temple above
its entrance - the place were those four bronze and gilt horses, the work of some ancient and famous artist
unknown to us, stand as if alive, seeming to neigh from on high and to paw with their feet.43

Juxtaposing these two sources it is evident the widespread understanding of the quadriga as not
just universally understood symbols of power, but how the application of the sculpture group to
the façade of San Marco made the horses explicit symbols of Venetian power. In harnessing the
power of those empires that had once housed the quadriga, the Venetians proclaimed their might
and that of their patron saint, St. Mark, for the entire world to accept.
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The Portal Mosaics
The west façade of San Marco has undergone many renovations and restorations since
the building was completed in 1094. One such renovation occurred after the Venetian success in
1204 following the Fourth Crusade. During the thirteenth century renovation following the sack,
the earliest decoration of these five entry portals was overlaid with mosaic work depicting the
translatio of St. Mark’s relics. With the exception of the Porta Sant’ Alipio, the mosaics that
currently decorate the niches above the five portals are reworked cartoons of similar images that
were redone in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries.44 Records of the original
thirteenth century mosaics are scarce but scholars have relied upon literary and pictorial sources
to reconstruct their original content. The original inscriptions were copied by G.B. Stringa and
inserted in his 1604 edition of Francesco Sansovino’s Venetia while the mosaics themselves can
be seen in Giovanni Bellini’s panel Procession in Piazza San Marco, painted in 1496 for the
Scuola Grande di San Giovanni (fig 4).45
Questions regarding the accuracy of Bellini’s representation have risen in the years it has
been used as a primary source of pictorial evidence. Bellini presented the mosaics in a perfect
state with no signs of aging or damage which they likely would have suffered in the fires of 1419
and 1439. He also failed to include correct inscriptions; most of the inscriptions included are
conglomerations of letters that make absolutely no sense. To determine its accuracy, scholars
have compared the surviving thirteenth century mosaic above the Porta Sant’ Alipio with that
which is rendered in Bellini’s panel. Despite issues with perspective and size which render other

44

Otto Demus, The Thirteenth Century, vol 2 of the Mosaics of San Marco in Venice (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1984), 192.
45
Demus, Mosaics, 193.

Reynolds 20
aspects of the architecture unfaithful to the original, Bellini’s Porta Sant Alipio mosaic seems
faithful enough for scholars to base their assessments off of his greatly simplified renderings.46
The portal mosaics were monumental in size and would have been read from right to left
with the mosaic work occupying the entire barrel vault. Using Bellini’s painting as a guide,
scholars have deciphered how the mosaics functioned within the barrel vault with several aspects
of the translatio potentially occupying one picture plane. In the first portal on the right half of the
barrel vault can be seen an image of the body of St. Mark being removed from its tomb. In the
right half of the lunette are images of the body being placed in a basket and covered in pork.
Following the lunette further left are images of the Venetians carrying away the basket holding
St. Mark’s relics and subsequently deceiving the Muslim guards on the extreme left of the
lunette. The left half of the barrel vault is hidden in Bellini’s picture but scholars believe it to
have borne an image of the loading of the relics into a boat to eventually be taken to Venice.47
The following two portals, excluding the Adventus Domini scene which splits the
translatio story directly in half, are harder to decipher in Bellini’s portrait. The farthest right side
of the second portal barrel vault depicts the basket with the relics transferred from the boat to the
ship and covered with sails. In the right part of the lunette, the disputation between Theodorus
and the Muslim officials as well as the ship’s departure for Venice is depicted. The left-most side
of the barrel vault is hidden from view, but scholars believe it to detail the saving of the ship
from shipwreck by St. Mark. The right half of the barrel vault above the fourth door is obscured
in Bellini’s panel so scholars have assumed it depicted the disembarkation of the relics from the
ship in Venice given the scene’s location within the translatio.48 The lunette portrays the
reception of the relics by the doge, the clergy, and the people of Venice in the form of a
46
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procession in the center of which is the coffin with the body of St. Mark who is carried on the
shoulders of three men in red, green, and purple. This image is believed to have been an
extensive portrait of the Venetian government and church, much like the images of the reception
of relics on the chapel of San Clemente.49 The left-most side of the barrel vault depicts the
destination of the procession, a building with one tower-like cupola believed to be the first
chapel of San Marco cast in the image of St. Mark’s former resting place in Alexandria.50
The fifth portal depicts the solemn deposition of the relics and is the only extant
thirteenth century mosaic of the series (fig 5). This mosaic represents the moment in which the
body of St. Mark is carried through the central door of the west façade into the church. Watching
the procession is the doge, who stands to the left of the procession dressed in an orange garment
carrying a scroll wrapped in green ribbon, along with several members of the Venetian citizenry
covered in jewels and rich fabrics. The procession appears to be heading into the church through
the main portal while the entire crowd seems to be exiting the structure through the four
secondary portals. Their appearance in the door way may suggest the desire of the crowds to
watch the procession enter the building, but this is uncertain. No matter where the crowd is
going, they are depicted as an actively and lively group interacting with each other and gesturing
at the body of St. Mark as well as the doge standing beside the procession. Interestingly enough,
the west façade of the basilica is not rendered how it would have appeared in 828/9; instead, the
artisans depicted the church as it would have been seen in the thirteenth century complete with
the Byzantine quadriga atop the loggia. The representation of the thirteenth century façade in the
Sant’ Alipio mosaic is regarded by art historians as one of the most accurate portraits of a
contemporary building within its century.
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Given the representation of the façade within this portal, scholars have debated the reason
behind the celebration occurring within this representation. Otto Demus argues that the crowds
of people are clearly exiting the church after witnessing a ceremony inside. Upon closer
inspection of the crowd, Demus asserts that the figure of the doge is clearly holding the
promissio, or the document enumerating his duties, upon which the newly elected doge had to
take an oath. Demus goes so far as to identify the figure of the doge as Lorenzo Tiepolo who was
elected in 1268 and reigned until 1275. Ultimately Demus believes that the portal depicts the
moment immediately after the presentation and investiture of the newly elected doge in San
Marco. The figure of St. Mark is included in this scene as a means to allude to the powers
bequeathed by the saint to the doge which he was to use to run the republic. Contrary to Demus,
Thomas Dale argues that it represents the dedication of the new Contarini church in 1094 given
the focus of the crowd on the coffin of St. Mark. Dale asserts that setting the scene in 1094
suggests that this is a public manifestation of the evangelist’s continued presence among the
Venetians despite the loss of his body while the church was under reconstruction ultimately
demonstrating the saint’s affection for the Venetians. Dale’s argument suggests that the
celebration in the Sant’ Alipio mosaic is not only an image of the relocation of St. Mark’s body
in his new martyrium, but also an establishment of dogal authority that was still relevant in the
thirteenth century as demonstrated by the contemporary image of the west façade behind the
celebration.51
These mosaics call for closer inspection given their monumental size and unique layout.
Scholars, such as Elizabeth Rodini, have looked at how size and the right to left orientation, as
opposed to the usual left to right organization like the Christological cycle in the four lunettes
directly above the five portals, work in tandem to present the story to visitors out on the Piazza.
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Rodini argues that by organizing the mosaics from right to left, the artisans were maintaining a
sense of direction which, when coupled with visual cues, would help the illiterate public
understand the story. All aspects of the story occurring in Alexandria are depicted on the right
side of the central portal depicting the Adventus Domini, a relative of a Last Judgment scene,
while all scenes taking place in Venice occur on the left side. In this respect, the central portal
underscores position or direction as vital to understanding the story instead of chronology.52
The original thirteenth century mosaic above the central portal depicted an image of the
Adventus Domini, or Second Coming of Christ. According to Bellini’s painting, the image
depicted Christ, clad in pink and gold, standing on a red and pink suppedaneum, or foot support
usually found in crucifixion scenes, on a brown and green hill. He is surrounded by a blue-green
mandorla and is showing his wounds to the viewer. Christ is flanked by four angels, two of
which support the mandorla while the other two carry objects, one of them possibly holding the
lance that pierced Christ’s side and the other holding the sponge used to give Christ vinegar to
drink during the crucifixion. On either side of the central group are two more angels, the one on
the left sounding a tuba, and the one on the right rolling in the “scroll of the firmament,” or the
heavens. Below these figures are two large reddish-brown sarcophagi with little figures rising
from them with lifted, veiled hands. There are thirteen of these figures on Christ’s left while the
exact number on his right cannot be made out in Bellini’s work.53
The scene of the Adventus Domini acts as the precursor to the Last Judgment. Similar to
contemporary as well as pre-Romanesque Last Judgment scenes, we see Christ in majesty as the
heavens are rolled back by angels and the dead rise for judgment to the sound of an angel playing
a horn. Despite the fact that it does not actually represent all images of the Last Judgment given
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that it lacks representations of paradise, hell, any mention of the apostles, or the Virgin and John
the Baptist, it functions in the same way judgment scenes did on other Romanesque and Gothic
churches.54 Primarily, Last Judgment scenes functioned as a warning above the main entryway to
the church, emphasizing the importance of the liturgy and prayers at work inside the building.
Last Judgment scenes on some Romanesque churches, like that at Autun, also functioned as an
analogous representation of Christ’s judgment in trials by ordeal that would likely have occurred
in front of the church. Trials by ordeal were a common ancient German practice that continued
into the Middle Ages when they became largely controlled by the church and occurred within
medieval churches. Of course the ordeals, or extreme circumstances placed upon a person to
eliminate remnants of doubt on their character and actions, could not occur within the sacred
space despite their ecclesiastical connections. Because of this, the trials were moved outside to
the porch or plaza after the blessing within the church. The Last Judgment scene would have
acted like a backdrop and implicit reminder to those participating in the trial that the final
judgment would be made by Christ, both in trials of ordeal and the Last Judgment.55 Scholars
have suggested that the west façade of San Marco functioned in a very similar way during
ceremonial processions and trials that would have occurred on the Piazza.56 While it is not within
the scope of this paper to delve into this relationship, it is interesting to note the dual nature of
this representation in medieval churches and it remains but one more example of how the
Venetians relied upon the styles and practices of former cultures to legitimize their own cultural
practices.
Clearly, the use of the Adventus Domini suggests connections between Venice and the
earlier architectural styles of Romanesque Europe. The basilica of San Marco however, shows
54
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clear stylistic and architectural connections to Byzantine churches, yet the inclusion of a Last
Judgment or Adventus Domini scene on Byzantine church facades is non-existent. This is not to
say that the Byzantines did not incorporate scenes of judgment into their illuminated manuscripts
and interior church decoration schemes; there are simply no similar renderings of the Last
Judgment scenes on the exterior facades of Byzantine churches which could compare with that at
San Marco. Even the scenes of the Last Judgment in manuscripts do not bear many similarities to
the image rendered above the main portal at San Marco. Rather than directly copying a
Byzantine decoration motif, the Venetians instead appropriated a long standing iconographic
tradition used by the Byzantines in many representations within sacred spaces; the Venetians
deliberately placed the mosaics depicting the reception of St. Mark’s relics and their subsequent
placement in the basilica itself on the right, and privileged side of Christ. This leaves the mosaics
which depict scenes of the theft and interactions with the Muslims on the left and less privileged,
or in cases of the Last Judgment, damned side of Christ.
This is a very common occurrence within Byzantine iconography that can be seen in
works as early as those created during the reign of Justinian I (527-565). The Byzantines created
mosaics in sacred spaces that illuminated their patronage of buildings and overall generosity to
the church. This can be seen in the imperial panels of San Vitale in Ravenna. These panels are at
the bottom of the apse side walls and depict two related scenes. On the right side is Emperor
Justinian I who is headed east, toward the apse, with his retinue of churchmen, soldiers, and
courtiers (fig 6). Justinian holds a large gold bowl, or paten, in his hands which is probably
meant to represent one half of the Eucharist, or simply an offering for Christ. On the opposite
panel is depicted the Empress Theodora, who is also headed east into the church with her retinue
of ladies in waiting and eunuchs. The empress is holding a chalice which stands as her offering
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for Christ (fig 6). Christ is represented in majesty in the apse above these two panels. He is
surrounded by two angels, St. Vitalis, and Bishop Ecclesius, who offers the church of San Vitale
to Christ (fig 7). While these panels were not created by Justinian and Theodora, its existence
and depiction of an actual ritual which the imperial couple participated in at Hagia Sophia,
suggests that the patron wished to show the emperor on the favored side of Christ while the
empress resides in her place on the less favored side of Christ.
The imperial panels of Justinian and Theodora at San Vitale are but one of the many
examples of Byzantine mosaics that span the existence of the empire which utilized specific
spatial organization to emphasize the favor of Christ to the viewer. The close proximity of
Ravenna to Venice suggests that this model, among others, would have been readily available to
the artisans and designers of the façade at San Marco. This organization principle was also a
well understood principle in Western Europe. Ultimately, this suggests but one more way in
which the Venetians relied upon past and older traditions to reaffirm their history and
successfully present a viable image of the republic as a powerful institution to the viewers of the
Piazza and beyond.
Aside from placing themselves on the privileged side of Christ and boasting for everyone
on the Piazza to see, this placement also implicitly justifies the original theft of St. Mark’s relics.
In locating the Venetians acceptance of St. Mark’s relics and subsequent parade of them through
the city on the right side of Christ, the Venetians are suggesting that they are in Christ’s favor
because of their acquisition of the relics. Because of this placement, the Venetians are
broadcasting to all in the Piazza Christ’s recognition and implicit appeasement with this original
act of furta sacra, or sacred theft.57 The mosaics of the west façade also justify future thefts,
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including that which had already occurred in Constantinople prior to the completion of these
mosaics. Ultimately, the organization of the five portal mosaics justify the theft of St. Mark’s
relics and was used by the Venetians to justify the appropriation of Constantinopolitan booty
after the Fourth Crusade as well as the customs and origin stories of other cultures in order to
create an exceptionally powerful origin myth for imperial Venice.
Conclusion
The thirteenth century saw many additions to the basilica of San Marco, much of it in the
form of spolia from the east. The west façade of San Marco essentially functioned as a thirteenth
century billboard exclaiming to viewers out on the Piazza of the wonders and power within the
Venetian state. To do so, the Venetians seamlessly incorporated Constantinopolitan booty and
images of the translation of St. Mark’s relics onto the façade which illuminated the power of the
state and that the source of that power was the city’s patron saint. These two sets of works
function well together to demonstrate the interconnected notion of power within the Venetian
republic. The horses effectively proclaim the triumph of the Venetians over the Byzantines and
their inclusion within the Porta Sant’ Alipio mosaic further suggests their importance as symbols
of not only this triumph, but also of Venice as a whole. Through illustrating the translation of St.
Mark’s relics, the mosaics discuss the importance of St. Mark to the city of Venice while
organizational cues suggest the Venetians wished to justify their new status as an imperial power
in that it was brought by St. Mark.
In keeping with the written tradition as exhibited in chronicles, the Venetians looked back
to sources in antiquity, the early Middle Ages, and the Byzantine Empire to establish and
maintain their origin story and its interpretation into the thirteenth century and beyond on the
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façade of San Marco. The significance behind the placement of the horses atop the church
illuminates this nicely. While this particular sculpture group is not alarmingly unique, as seen by
the oxen atop the cathedral at Laon, or the incorporation of other non-religious themes including
hideous monsters on Gothic church facades, it does hearken back to symbolism from antiquity in
a way that the aforementioned examples do not. In a different fashion, the portal mosaics
illuminate a stylistic and organizational connection to the Byzantine stylistic canon. Their
reliance upon successful applications of art work and styles within former cultures emphasizes
an adoration of these cultures that promotes copying of their artistic expression in an effort to
emulate them more fully. It is this emulation that is clearly evident throughout San Marco with
the west façade accentuating the power of this emulation as a means to perpetuate the newly
established image of Venice for centuries to come.
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Figure 1. San Marco, Venice. Image courtesy of ARTstor: http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true

Figure 2. The Horses of San Marco. Image courtesy of ARTstor: http://library.artstor.
org/library/iv2.html?parent=true.
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Figure 3. Detail of Triumphal Procession on The Arch of Titus. Image courtesy of ARTstor:
http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true.

Figure 4. Gentile Bellini, Procession in the Piazza San Marco. Image courtesy of ARTstor:
http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true#.
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Figure 5. Solemn Deposition of the Relics, Porta Sant’ Alipio. Image courtesy of ARTstor:
http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true.

Figure 6. Justinian and his Court in San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy. Image courtesy of ARTstor:
http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true.
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Figure 7. Theodora and her Court in San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy. Image courtesy of ARTstor:
http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true.

Figure 8. Christ in Majesty in San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy. Image courtesy of ARTstor:
http://library.artstor.org/library/iv2.html?parent=true.
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